THE  TIME  OF  MY  LIFE               159
rugged land which must be a part of North America. Chirikov
and the St. Paul had probably turned back, therefore he decided
to return to Kamchatka.
As everyone familiar with the country knows, the weather in
that part of Alaska is treacherous; within a week a terrific gale
swept up from the south-east, making it impossible to hold the
ship on her course. For twenty-six days the vessel was buffeted
about by the storm, half the crew weakened by disease; three of
them were dead. Bering himself was scarcely able to leave his
berth.
On August sgth a group of islands was sighted; a lull in the
storm made a landing possible. The dead were buried; a week
was spent in recuperation. Bering had his first, and last, view of
the native inhabitants of the country he had discovered. Through
a Siberian interpreter he learned they had never before seen or
heard of a ship, or of bearded men with white skins, or any of
the accoutrements of European civilization.
Merciless winter was now riding the North Pacific winds. Upon
leaving these islands Bering's return was a continuous battle
against furious storms, driving rains, sleet, snow, hail and fog; the
St. Peter was in constant danger of being swamped, or wrecked
on unknown and unmarked rocks. On September 30th a par-
ticularly violent gale broke upon the stricken vessel with the fury
of a hunicane, carrying away most of her rigging. Conditions
on board were described as "indescribable." Food was running
low; everyone on board had scurvy; twelve more men had died,
and many were suffering injuries caused by being thrown from
their bunks, leaving only eight still able to stand watch. The
hatches were battened down; for sixteen days the little ship was
left to the inercy of God and the elements.
AU through the month of October the SL Peter fought her way
to the westward under bare masts, beset by adverse winds and
tides, fogs, floating ice and hidden rocks. She had sighted many
islands, but dared not attempt a landing; twice she had been
Mown by gales into Bering Sea through channels between the
Aleutian Islands, which stretch like giant stepping stones nearly
a thousand mies from America towards Asia. When the storm
abaled she found herself, moane by accident than design, near tite
Commander Islands, upon one of which a succeeding storm
wmJsed her on November 4tiL
Berins- was taken ashore on November 8th and died a